The growing number of studies stresses the importance of social investment at an early age by showing that social investment at this period has the highest returns in human capital. The main instrument of social investment at an early age is high quality early childhood education and care services. The aim of the research was to identify whether the first signs of social investment return could be observed in Latvia, since statistic data showed that there was an expansion of early childhood education and care services over the last decades, especially for children until obligatory pre-school age. Research results showed that positive connection could be observed between pre-school attendance rate and fertility rate, female and overall employment rate, average earning, etc. However, no connection could be observed when it came to education outcomes in the short term. The author recommends conducting more research regarding service quality and investment return in the future.
Introduction
Social investment policies are becoming increasingly topical at the national and European levels, especially when it comes to importance of social investments in early childhood. The main instrument of social investment in this period of life is qualitative and available childhood education and care services (hereafter ñ ECEC services). As we can see in Figure 1 , previous studies show that investments made in early childhood have the highest return in human capital. Both the Latvian and European Union (hereafter ñ EU) planning documents have stressed importance of social investment in early childhood. One of the policy priorities defined by both the European Commission (hereafter ñ EC) and the European Parliament (hereafter ñ EP) in order to meet the Europe 2020 targets is to ìensure universal provision of ECECî (EC, 2011; EP, 2011) . Meanwhile the Sustainable Development Strategy of Latvia until 2030 stresses that particular attention should be paid to the quality and availability of pre-school education ñ both because creative personality is forming at an early age and maximum and active involvement of parents in the labor market increases the necessity to find national solutions also at this stage of education (Saeima of the Republic of Latvia, 2010). DOI: 10.2478 DOI: 10. /jtes-2019 Figure 1. Return to a dollar invested at different levels of education (Heckman, 2008) Previous studies show that successful implementation of social investment at an early age gives benefits both at the society and individual levels (Morel, Palier, & Palme, 2012) . The effect of social investment in this period of time can be observed in many areas of life both in the long and short term (see Figure 2 ). (Heckman, 2008; Jacinta & Jacinta, 2015; Reynolds et al., 2011; EACEA & Eurydice, 2009; Havnes & Mogstad, 2011; Belle, 2016; Morel, Palier, & Palme, 2012; Rajevska, 2018; Campbell et al., 2014) .
Research conducted in Norway in 2016 showed that universally accessible childcare had large positive effects on education and labor market attachment, as well as welfare dependency. The study showed that additional 17,500 childcare places produced 6,200 years of education. Furthermore, children exposed to childcare delayed child bearing and family formation as adults. Norway subsample analysis indicated that most of the effect on labor market attachment and earnings was related to girls. This suggests that good access to subsidized childcare may level the playing field by closing the gender wage gap as well (Havnes & Mogstad, 2011) .
Other research conducted by Stanford University representatives (the USA) in 2008 showed that for disadvantaged children residing in small towns and rural areas universal childcare availability increased both reading and mathematics test scores at fourth grade as well as the probability of students being on-grade for their age. Research results showed that the first signs of social investment return (short-term return) could be absorbed already in elementary schools (Fitzpatrick, 2008) .
As we can see from the description above, a number of studies provide strong evidence that educational programs oriented towards sustainability can contribute to well-being of individuals and society (SalÓte, 2009; SalÓte et al., 2018; ‹lavere, 2017; Veisson & Kabaday, 2018) .
However, there is a lack of empirical research on social investment returns in Europe, since most of these studies have been conducted in the USA. Almost all current data on the long-term economic outcomes of the ECEC are results of three large studies conducted in the USA: the Perry High/Scope (1960s), the Abecedarian (1970s) and the Chicago Child-Parent study (1960s) (Belle, 2011) .
It is important to study social investment tendencies and returns in Latvia in order to determine if investments made until now have already had some return, and if not ñ what to do to reach the full potential of investments. Previously, social investment returns have not been researched in Latvia.
The aim of the research was to identify if the first signs of social investment return could be already observed in Latvia, since statistic data showed that there was an expansion of ECEC service attendance rate over the last decades in Latvia, especially for children until obligatory pre-school age ñ until age of 4 (including).
To achieve the aim of the research, the author analyzed whether or not positive connections could be observed between the ECEC service attendance rate in Latvia and indicators that in the previous studies were positively connected with the increase in the ECEC service attendance rate. Nine indicators were chosen randomly for this case study: educational attainment results (3 rd grade national test results), school graduation rate, average earning, teen pregnancy rate, fertility rate, female workforce participation rate, overall labor-force participation rate, as well as administrative crime rate in Latvia.
Methods and Materials
To reach the aim of the study, the analysis of policy documents and previous studies was carried out, as well as the analysis of publicly available statistic data about the ECEC service attendance rate and the chosen indicators. SPSS software was used for data editing, analysis and correlation determination.
Statistic data were analyzed in the period of 2010ñ2017, with exceptions in the case of high school graduation rate (2011ñ2017) and third gradersí test results in math and languages (2012ñ2017), due to the lack of open access data available on these topics.
One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test was used to analyze the chosen indicators and the ECEC service attendance rate in the reporting period in order to determine whether data could be used for the purpose of analysis. Test results confirmed that the collected data were valid and usable in the research.
To get a deeper understanding of the research results that were related to educational outcomes, 1 st grade teacher pilot-surveys in two elementary schools were carried out ñ 14 secondary school teachers were surveyed in two Valmiera elementary schools. Surveyed teachers had working experience of 18ñ36 years as 1 st ñ4 th grade teachers.
Tendencies of the ECEC in Latvia
Since 2001, the Education Law stipulates that pre-school education is mandatory in Latvia from age of 5, but since 2013 the same law states that municipalities have the responsibility to provide a place in the ECEC institution to all children from age of one and a half. To ensure that all children can receive ECEC services from one and a half years of age, the Education Law stipulated that private ECEC institutions and babysitting services were co-funded at the national level until 2016, since public ECEC institutions could not provide the education service for all children in this age group (Saeima of the Republic of Latvia, 1998; Saeima of the Republic of Latvia, 2013).
These and other initiatives have improved the ECEC service attendance rate in Latvia significantly. During the past decades, there has been an increase in the ECEC service attendance rate in Latvia, especially when we analyze the data of children before the obligatory pre-school age ñ until age of 4 (including). The number of children in the ECEC institutions increased from 61 759 in 2000 to 82 169 in 2008 and to 96 626 in 2017. Over the last 17 years, the number of children in the ECEC institutions increased by 56.5% (WEB (a)), while the overall birth rate coefficient (number of births per 1000 inhabitants) in Latvia had a tendency to likely change. If in 2000 the overall birth rate coefficient was 8.6 children per 1000 inhabitants, then in 2008 it reached 11.2, and in 2017 it already decreased to 10.7 children per 1000 inhabitants in Latvia (see Figure 3) . As we can see in Figure 4 , while the number of children from age of 5 until age of 6 in ECEC institutions had a tendency to stay more or less at the same level in last decade (with a tendency to decrease since 2013), the number of children until age of 4 (including) had a tenancy to increase in the ECEC institutions (WEB (b)). Figure 5 shows that percentage of children until age of 4 attending ECEC services increased from 44.43% in 2010 to 54.44% in 2017 (WEB (c); WEB (d)). However, the percentage of children attending the ECEC institutions aged between 4 and the age of starting compulsory education (age of 7) is still significantly higher than at an earlier age. In 2016, 95.5% of children aged between 4 and the age of starting compulsory education attended ECEC services, while only 54.71% of children until age of 4 (including) attended ECEC services. Furthermore, the Latvian ECEC service attendance rate of children aged between 4 and the age of starting compulsory education is higher than in the neighboring countries, for example, in Estonia it is 92.6% and in Lithuania ñ 91.4%, and the EU average is 95.3% (WEB (e)). 
Results
Research results show that over the past years high positive correlation can be observed when it comes to the ECEC service attendance rate and the following indicators: fertility rate (0.879), women employment (0.981), overall employment (0.980) and average earning (0.955), indicating that when the ECEC service attendance rate increases, these indicators also have a tendency to increase. Weaker, but still statistically relevant positive correlation can be observed when we look at the high school graduation rate (0.703).
Regarding the teen pregnancy, results showed that during the period of 2010ñ 2017 high negative correlation could be observed (-0.976), indicating that when the ECEC attendance rate increased, the teen pregnancy rate had a tendency to decrease in Latvia. Weaker, but still statistically relevant negative correlation can be observed when we look at the rate of administrative crime level in Latvia (-0.786).
However, research results showed that no correlation could be observed between the ECEC service attendance rate and the educational attainment indicators ñ average state examination results of third graders in mathematics (-0.110) and learning language (0.111), indicating that in the reporting period statistically relevant connection did not exist between these indicators (see Table 1 ).
As mentioned above, to get a deeper understanding of the results of short-term education attainment tendencies in Latvia, teachersí pilot-surveys in two elementary schools of Valmiera were carried out. The survey results showed that one of the main reasons for this situation was the fact that children came to school inadequately and unevenly prepared (for example, some students could not read) indicating some ECEC quality problems.
Some of the other responses mentioned in surveys regarding tendencies of average state examination results of third graders in mathematics (-0.110) and learning language are the following:
-The number of students in class is too high and the proportion of younger pupils has increased in recent years. More children are starting school at age of 6 and it pulls the average mark down; -Many children have behavioral and learning disturbance problems, as well as lack of motivation. The main reason is the fact that children start school earlier; -There is a continuous change, which results in pupils and teachers being overloaded with ìunnecessaryî things, for example, over time there has been an increase in requirements imposed on children who start attending school ñ now students have to know how to read before starting school; -Each year the state examination differs in the difficulty level. 
Discussion and Conclusions
In the recent decade, there has been an increase in social investment at an early age in Latvia that has led to a higher ECEC service attendance rate, especially for children until obligatory pre-school age ñ age of 4 (including). If in 2010, 44.3% of children in this age group attended the ECEC services, in 2017 the number of children increased to 54.4%.
Statistic data show that when it comes to older children, the ECEC service attendance rate is relatively high in Latvia ñ above EU average rate and ECEC service attendance rate in the neighboring Baltic countries.
Data analysis shows that positive correlation can be observed between the ECEC service attendance rate and the following indicators ñ an increase in the fertility rate, female employment rate and overall employment rate, average earning rate, high school graduation rate, decrease in teen pregnancy rate and administrative crime rate.
However, despite the fact that literature suggests that the social investment effect on educational attainment is one of the results that can be observed at the earliest (short-term return), the research has shown that it is not true in this case study. No statistically relevant correlation could be observed when it came to average state examination results of third graders in mathematics and learning language, and this might raise concerns about the ECEC service quality, since for social investment to reach its full potential ECEC services should not only be available, but also qualitative. Pilot-surveys with the 1 st grade teachers confirmed this concern, since most teachers suggested that one of the reasons why this kind of situation might occur was due to the quality problems in ECEC institutions ñ inadequately and unevenly trained children coming to school. Further studies in this field should be carried out.
Based on the research results, the author concludes that the ECEC service attendance rate can be one of the factors that has positively influenced the above-mentioned indicators and the first signs of social investment return can be observed in Latvia, but further studies regarding this topic should be carried out in the future.
